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Aftermath of the storm 


Author's Notes: 

This is an old vent fic I've had sitting since early May that | finally decided to finish up and post, because after 
three months of nightmares, | think | have a right. Maybe it's a little passive-aggressive, but it helped me 
keep my sanity at one point, and I've decided l'm not ashamed of it anymore when that's just how | was doing. 
Basically, | went back to my trope of Neal's Hi Infidelity trauma and how Bruce took care of him to deal with 
being alone in my situation. | got attacked in my apartment (that | no longer live in) because | walked in from 
outside when my roommate wasn't in her room and was upset over a phone call | had no involvement with, and 
it was "my fault" because | came in at a bad time, and "had [I] not come in" at that time, "there wouldn't have 
been a problem" (which, after having to pretend to understand for my own safety, I've stopped repressing just 
how stupid | think that really is).. and for the next few nights, whenever | had to call home and had to go 
outside for phone privacy, | had a panic attack every time trying to go back inside, in fear | would walk inside 
my own home at the "wrong time" again and wind up in another two-hour standoff. So yeah, | projected the 
crap out of that fear onto Neal, and I'm not even gonna pretend | didn't. But, as | try to do when | project, | 
used a historically accurate event, and Neal is not nearly as outwardly emotional as | was, to be true to his 
character. While | was alone, l'm glad he had Bruce Hall there. As for the repetition of "three", there's not 
much significance, other than the sake of repetition At the most, it mimics saying things over and over to 


ground oneself. Content is written gen and platonic, but if you like slash, you can imagine it implied as such. 


Whatever you like. 


Three nights. 


It had been three nights since Bruce Hall had taken Neal Doughty into his home. Since they'd checked into the 
studio the day after coming home from tour, and Neal had come home to the poison letter that left his 


mental state in tatters. 


The tatters that had fully unraveled the previous night in what had been a terrifying experience for not only 
Bruce and Neal, but the rest of the band, too. 


Three minutes. 


It had been three minutes since Bruce Hall walked into his house after a grueling evening in the studio, following 
and a half-hour detour on the drive home at 2:00 o'clock in the morning to swing by Neal's house to get the 
mail. Same as he had each night since the day he'd taken Neal home with him, and stopped by there to have 


him pack some clothes over an hour that had gone by in numb silence. 


The only difference was three smaller detours to get around residual flooding and downed tree branches from 


the wicked storm the previous night brought. 


He'd gone there alone every after the first day, when it had been clear how far from ready Neal was to going 


back again. 


For three nights, Bruce had gone through the mail and told Neal exactly what was in it. He confirmed it was 


safe before Neal would so much as turn an eye toward it. 


Rationally, Neal knew there weren't a hundred more letters like the one he'd come home to piling up each day 
he was away from home. He knew there wasn't going to be another one. But he couldn't shake off the gripping 
fear to convince himself there wouldn't be one, until Bruce confirmed otherwise. Every one of those three 


nights. 
Three seconds. 


That was all the time it had taken for Bruce to get himself over to Neal, in front of where he sat on the 
couch, hugging his knees to his chest and staring blankly ahead. To abandon the mail in a pile on the side table 
by the front door, shrug his raincoat off to fall to the carpet behind him, and run forward into the living 


room, softly speaking, trying to get a conscious response from Neal. 


The inane words he spoke, on their own, might have been ones he'd used in the past playfully, to tease the 
keyboardist for the zoned-out look he could get, playing the organ with his eyes closed and lower lip jutting out 


in a pout. 

Tonight, Bruce wasn't playing. He hadn't been playing on any of those three days, when Neal had sat in the 
same spot during the day, staring at the TV, or just the wall in disinterest. Of which times, Neal was aware, 
and responded immediately. 

After the terrifying breakdown of the previous night, Bruce couldn't even force a friendly tone into his voice 
to pretend that he was playing. Especially when Neal didn't respond to the motion, and instead, began shaking 
nearly as bad as when he'd found him the night before. 


Why did it feel like everyone else coming over to help, and leaving to go to the studio in the early afternoon 


was so long ago? 
Had it felt that long for Neal, while Bruce had to leave him alone for the day? 


He didn't have a chance to figure that out, before Neal snapped out of his trance and flinched as he finally 
registered Bruce, less than three feet away from his face. 


"Hey. You with me, Neal?" 

"..Y-yeah?" managed the keyboardist in the faintest croak. 

Stil alive, even if youd expect otherwise affer last night, he wanted to deadpan in his usual sarcastic manner, 
but didn't. If one word hadn't taken a near impossible amount of effort, the sudden swelling in the back of his 
throat told him anything further would, at the very least, be painful. And that the more he spoke, the more 
nauseous his shivering would become. 

The clock on the shelf across the room cut through the silence to strike 3:00 o'clock. 

3:00 o'clock in the morning. Roughly twenty four hours since Neal woke up, practically convulsing in panic. 
Bruce started to mention the mail, but stopped short. 

It was all just junk, except for one thing from management with the record company. Bruce could take that to 
Alan and deal with that. Nothing else needed Neal's attention tonight, and all of it could wait until tomorrow. Æ 
Neal was ready. 


Granted, neither had an answer for what they would be ready for tomorrow. 


Bruce had to fight hard not to yawn after cutting his words off, he'd maybe only had three hours of sleep 
with the events of the night before. 


They'd all been sleep deprived and very subdued in the studio -sans Neal, in his definite need for time off. 


While they'd made good progress in the tedious, beginning stages, they hadn't been nearly as efficient as they 


could have been, and that wasn't going to improve with consecutive all-nighters. 


"We're gonna be in the studio again tomorrow, so I'm gonna crash for a bit while | can. Think you're good for 


the night? Or did you come in here because you couldn't sleep?" 

Bruce didn't specifically mention Neal's setup in the quest bed he'd expected Neal would have been in already, 
but thats where Neal's mind went, and Bruce could tell exactly when it got there -when he looked away and 
blanked out again. 

"Uh-oh... Neal?" 

Silence. 

This time, when Bruce leaned down in front of Neal, he was lucid, rather than staring into nothingness, but no 
better off in Bruce's mind, as he saw for a second time what he hoped to never see again, but suspected -and 


accepted -that he would in the coming days 


The start of tears tinted his eyes red, and though he'd clinched his jaw hard to force it down, the tip of his 
nose and his shoulders twitched in a tell-tale, double-inhale pattern. 


A look of panic seemed to flash across Neal's features at the implied suggestion of trying to explain why he 
was still up, knowing that he'd only manage a whimper, and then he'd make a spectacle of himself, without the 
excuse of waking up in that condition, which he could at least say was out of his control. 

Like the mail, and the house, Neal feared sleep. He already feared that if he didn't stay awake, he would wake 
up with the same vice grip on his chest, and the uncontrollable muscle cramps from lack of oxygen, and the 


trembling. 


And in trying to avoid it, it was trying to come onto him while he was awake. Without the dulled awareness of 
what had been frightening enough before. 


Bruce shook his head. 
"You can stay in here tonight. If you're not ready to go back in there." 


Neal kept his head down, but extended his trembling hands and folded them together in front of Bruce, because 


he knew. 
Without words out-of-reach, or an explanation, he knew. 


Please. 


Bruce pulled the pile of pillows and blankets Neal had brought with him off the floor and began piling the pillows 


at one end of the couch. 


"Lie over here and straighten your legs out if they haven't started cramping yet. Itll be easier than once it 
gets going, and we'll be able to make that part stop faster," he said softly. "Guess itd be too easy for it to all 
just go away overnight, huh?" 


Another nod, and a rather deep sniff that had dragged out on a hiccup. Neal lay over sideways on the pillow, 
still using the crook of his arm to shield himself, because even after the previous night, he still almost didn't 
feel human, to be in a state so unlike himself. 


He felt vulnerable to the world, until Bruce had piled the three blankets on top of him, hiding him away, and 


giving some semblance of a normal night from some other time. 


Until on the surface of the couch, with the solid back stretching upward like a wall beside him, it felt like he 
was piled into his sleeping bag on the beat-up, old prop plane they'd flown in on tours. 


Because somehow, that felt closer to normal than what he'd come home to. That was a kind of turbulence he 


could withstand alone. 


Bruce sighed and stood up. In time to the sigh, Neal took in a deep, shuddery breath, pushed it out, and tried 


again with less resistance, breaking out of the grip this time before it strangled him entirely. 
Maybe, he figured, it was the silver lining, when it didn't feel nearly as hard as the night before, though his 
heart raced in anticipation of trying to settle back down into vulnerable sleep, and finding himself alone once 


agai n. 


Instead, he heard the hall closet door open, and Bruce rummaging through it for several seconds, before the 
footsteps of him returning to the living room. 


There was a rustle on the carpet as Bruce shoved the other sofa over, until it met the one Neal was on at a 
ninety degree angle. For once, there was something to be said for the awkward, uncomfortable style of the 


TOs, cheap modular style couch without armrests on either end. 


Setting himself up with another pillow and more blankets, Bruce lay down on his stomach and reached his arm 


out in front of him, across the corner where the couches met. 
He took Neal's hand that gripped at the corner of his pillow in his own. 
He could feel the slightest tell-tale tremors, but Neal didn’t pull his hand back. 


He extended his fingers between Bruce's and squeezed instead as the tension released its grip on the rest of 
his body. As he drew an unrestricted breath, as his shivering died down, and he knew what the silver lining 


really was. 


They both drifted off on the tide of sleep, and as they did, it was Neal who understood the three words Bruce 
never spoke aloud, but repeated over and over again until the surge of the storm slowed, and went still and 


peaceful in the night. 


lm right here.. Im right here.. 


